
 

Reality check: what the path to a 1.5C world
looks like

March 22 2022, by Marlowe Hood

  
 

  

"If we are to stay within our carbon budget, the key is eliminating the use of
fossil fuels," says University of Manchester professor Kevin Anderson.

The world needs to rapidly purge fossil fuels from its energy mix if it is
to have any hope of limiting global warming enough to avoid disastrous
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climate impacts, according to a prominent climate scientist.

University of Manchester professor Kevin Anderson is lead author of
Tuesday's report from the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research
detailing how quickly countries must phase-out oil and gas to cap global
temperatures at 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels, the more
ambitious goal of the Paris Agreement

As the UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) meets
to approve a handbook for eliminating carbon pollution, Anderson talked
to AFP about the deep social change needed to address the climate crisis,
the tendency to sugar-coat the science, and the dangers of short-term
politics.

Q. What is the main takeaway from your new research?

"Delivering on the climate commitments that we've made internationally
and nationally—staying under 1.5C or 2C of global warming—is far
more challenging than we have been prepared to accept. If we are to stay
within our carbon budget, the key is eliminating the use of fossil fuels.
There are other sources, but carbon emissions are absolutely dominated
by fossil fuels."

Q: If rich nation fossil fuel producers must phase out production by
2034, isn't that another way of saying that staying under 1.5C or even 2C
is no longer possible?

"As academics, that is not the question we asked. What we're saying is
that this is what a 1.5C timeline would look like. Are these the sorts of
changes society will choose to make? Is it achievable within the current
political point of view? As of now, there's no evidence that's the case.
No country—the EU, the UK, Sweden, the US—is anywhere near the
commitments that we need to make."
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Q: Is that a failure to understand the challenge, or something more
disingenuous?

"Aside from a few people in the oil majors, I don't think it's deliberate.
It stems rather from a longstanding failure to face and understand the
problem.

"In the 1990s, we were optimistic about what we could do, but we didn't
deliver. Arriving in the 2000s and now the 2020s, it's much harder
because it's a cumulative problem. It's a bit like the story of the frog in
the pan where you gradually increase the temperature, but the frog never
jumps out."
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Global fossil fuel production forecasts to 2040 compared to the levels required
to limit global warming to 1.5°C and 2°C.

Q. What is the role of climate science in all this?

"Overall, academics have done a fantastic job on the natural climate
science, despite oil companies spending a fortune to undermine that.

"But on mitigation—reducing emissions—I think we've abdicated our
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responsibility to speak truthfully from our work to the policy realm, and
to wider society as well.

"We've been sweetening the pill for at least 20 years, if not 30 years.
And we are now in a position where it's nigh-on impossible, which is
why the modellers continue to put forward various techniques that do not
exist at scale for removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere in the
future. Otherwise you have to ask very difficult political questions about
the choices we are making, and we dare not do that."

Q: Next month the UN's top scientific advisory body, the IPCC, will
deliver a landmark report on options for reducing greenhouse gas
emissions and removing carbon from the air. You have said this report is
deeply flawed. Why?

"How you reduce emissions is innately—and rightly—a political issue,
not just a scientific one. I don't think this part of the report should even
be part of the IPCC process.

"Also, the language of the report dealing with emissions reduction will
not fairly reflect what the graphs and the numbers in the database
actually show. Virtually all of the models projecting liveable futures
assume very high levels of carbon dioxide removal. There is no
convenient way to make the number add up otherwise."

"We have to move beyond current short-term politics."

Q: So how can we actually achieve our temperature targets?

"Carrying on with the same approach for another 10 years isn't going to
be helpful. We've closed the dialogue down for so long, that's why we
are where we are."
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"Leaders have to wake up, smell the coffee, and realise what we need to
be doing. Right now, we are likely to fail. But if we don't try, we are
guaranteed to fail."
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